A perceived shift in US microbiology funding towards support for work on organisms that might be used in biological weapons may actually increase the terrorism threat, writes Bernard Dixon.
A decision taken with the intention of protecting society against attack by biological weapons could, perversely, increase the very same danger. That is the implication of a debate now raging in the USA over the support of research on pathogens that might be used by terrorists. An alleged shift in funding in the wake of the 9/11 disaster and the 'anthrax letters' sent during 2001 means that more laboratories are now working on highly hazardous organisms. In consequence there are greater risks that such pathogens may be released accidentally or be acquired deliberately by terrorists.
The shift in financial support is highlighted in a letter in Science (307: 1409 (2005) Louis Pasteur set up the Institute that bears his name in 1888, in order to scale up the development and use of his vaccine against rabies, and to study the microbial agents of infectious diseases. Built on his pioneering work on microbes and sterile working conditions, the institute flourished and became the seed for a worldwide network of subsidiaries. Within the first century of its history, the institute produced eight Nobel laureates. In recent years, it has made major contributions to the genome sequences of microbes including the tuberculosis pathogen.
The end of the 19th century saw the Pasteur Institute undisputedly at the forefront of microbiology and public health. At the beginning of the 21st century, however, the institute has looked like it could do with some renovation in body and in spirit. When Philippe Kourilsky took office as director general in 2000, he was determined to modernize the institute. Now, in the last year of his six-year tenure, he admits that the institute has run into a crisis which is partly his own responsibility. On March 15, the institute's 'parliament', the assembly of 100, met to install a new council, which will have the task to find a way out of the crisis and possibly a new director.
General discomfort among the researchers -who call themselves 'Pasteuriens' -with working conditions, the funding situation, and the general management style of Kourilsky's leadership had simmered for a few years, when the provisions made for the renovation of the buildings on the main Pasteur campus in central Paris, three kilometers south-east of the Eiffel Tower, brought the discontent to a head.
Two of the buildings are in desperate need of renovation, which has been planned to a five-year schedule and has to be started as soon as possible, as parts of the location are said to be in violation of existing laws concerning workplaces. The crunch point is the Duclaux building on the West side of Dr Roux street, where a total of 255 research staff need to be evacuated to allow the work to start. The management wanted to move the researchers to an industrial site at Fresnes, 10 km south of the city centre, and sent out letters informing researchers of their displacement without individual consultation.
The move to Fresnes was fiercely opposed by most of the researchers concerned, mainly on grounds of poor public transport accessibility and isolation from the facilities in central Paris, which are vital to Pasteur's involvement in public health. The lack of consultation and response to internal assessments that had declared the move unnecessary had further enraged the Pasteuriens. To resolve the conflict, the director of the UK's National Institute for Medical Research, John Skehel, and administrator John Wills were called in for an independent appraisal of the situation. In a detailed report dated February 17th, they confirmed that a 'decanting' of some research staff would be necessary. They suggest, however, that by refurbishing the two wings of the building one after the other, the number of researchers to be displaced at one time could be limited to 150, which could be housed at the nearby 'Biotop' business park. A Pasteurien who prefers not to be named reckons that "after the Skehel report, and given the current climate, the direction has decided to abort Fresnes... The idea now is to move the whole campus to Palaiseau," a science campus 20km south of Paris, which already hosts numerous educational and research establishments. The final decision will be left to the new council.
While the building questions can probably be solved with a bit of
